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The present thesis is an attempt to analyze the current situation of EFL 
lexicographical definitions and to find a way to improve them within a 
cognitive framework. The relationship between linguistics and 
lexicography remains a controversy for a long time. Some linguists believe 
lexicography is one part of lexicology that in turn belongs to linguistics. 
Some hold that lexicography and lexicology are independent but 
overlapping disciplines, both of which belong to linguistics. Later with the 
rapid development of dictionary compiling theory and practice, some even 
consider lexicography and linguistics as totally independent. And others 
prefer a moderate opinion, believing that these two are overlapping and at 
the same time relatively independent disciplines. However, no matter what 
linguists and lexicographers think about them, there are plenty of facts 
existing to prove these two disciplines have influenced each other all the 
time. Almost all the early nineteenth-century dictionaries were based on 
the great tradition of historical linguistics. Since the 1950s, Saussurean 
structuralism dominated linguistic circle in Europe, which has great impact 
on dictionaries of that time. From then on, lexicographers pay more 
attention to verb patterns, collocations, synonyms and antonyms, etc, as is 
especially the case with the EFL dictionaries. Meanwhile, the development 
of dictionary compiling theory and practice also has effects on linguistics.  
Although dictionaries take on a new look under the influence of 
structuralism, definitions remain almost unchanged, which seem to wait for 














linguistics. This newly-developed discipline tries to investigate people’s 
mental processes in the acquisition and use of knowledge and language. If 
the mental processes of the foreign language learners in the acquisition of 
language could be known and be applied in the dictionaries, such kind of 
dictionaries must be closer to readers’ cognition and thus be more helpful.  
This thesis tries to apply the achievements of cognitive linguistics to 
dictionary compiling, which, however, is too broad a topic. So this thesis 
mainly focuses on the improvement of EFL lexicographical definitions 
from a cognitive perspective. To be more exact, it is a study of improving 
definition of prepositions within the framework of cognitive linguistics. 
Because prepositions are largely to express spatial concepts and space 
preserves a privileged position as a foundational orientational category 
through which many abstract concepts are understood and expressed. 
Moreover, defining space expressions is for a long time a difficult task 
confronting lexicographers. Thus this thesis is aimed to find a more helpful 
method to define prepositions that accord with readers’ cognition, in 
hoping to bring innovation to lexicographical practice to a certain degree.  
This thesis includes five chapters. Chapter one is an introduction, 
explaining the relationship between lexicography and linguistics and the 
purpose of this thesis.   
Chapter two lays out the theoretical foundation of this study, where 
three approaches to cognitive linguistics, namely experiential view, 
prominence view and attentional view, are introduced and several main 
concepts, such as prototype theory, family resemblance, figure/ground, 














metaphor is given special attention, for it is one of the basic cognitive 
mechanisms.  
Chapter three outlines a cognitive exploration of EFL lexicographical 
definitions. The improving program includes three aspects of definition, 
namely the way of demarcating meanings, the way of defining, and the 
way of ordering senses. In this chapter, the current situation of EFL 
lexicographical definitions is presented and proposals to improve them are 
introduced. 
Chapter four deals with a cognitive approach to the definition of 
prepositions, where the way of demarcating meanings, the way of defining 
words and the way of ordering senses are improved so as to accord with 
readers’ cognition in a better way, thus helping them to better acquire the 
meaning and usage of preposition. 
Chapter five draws conclusions out of the previous discussions and 
points out possible directions the future research can follow.  
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Chapter One  Introduction 
Chapter One  Introduction 
 
Language is the most common phenomenon, for it is a born gift from 
God, and every normal person for various purposes uses language every 
day. Meanwhile, it is the most complicated thing in the world. Since the 
moment human beings acquire a language, they have recorded it and 
studied it, despite the fact that linguistics—the scientific study of 
language—as a scientific discipline, has not a long history. The young 
discipline, however, has been flourishing since the mid 20th century. 
Language, as a result, has been studied from different levels, thus 
generating such subdisciplines as phonology, morphology, semantics, 
syntax and pragmatics, and from different perspectives, thus generating 
such interdisciplinary sciences as sociolinguistics, enthnolinguistics, 
psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, etc. Dictionaries, on the other hand, are 
records of language and the compiling of dictionary is an ancient practice, 
while lexicography ---the theory and practice of compiling dictionaries --is 
a young discipline. Opinions about the interrelationship between linguistics 
and lexicography have undergone many changes. Early opinions are 




























Improving EFL Lexicographical Definitions from a Cognitive Perspective 
The one illustrated in figure 1 has dominated for a long time. It believes 
lexicography is part of lexicology that in turn belongs to linguistics. Figure 
2 illustrates the opinion that lexicography and lexicology are independent 
but overlapping disciplines, both of which belong to linguistics. Later with 
birth of various dictionaries and development of lexicographical theories, 










Figure 3                             figure 4  
However, dictionary, as the record of language, and linguistics, as the 
scientific study of language, cannot be totally independent of each other. 
The opinion illustrated in figure 4 is more reasonable, for it not only admits 
the relative independence of lexicography and linguistics, but also shows 
the interrelationship between them (Huang Jianhua 2000：15-17). And in 
reality, evidence can be found to prove the existence of this relationship.  
Dictionaries are not necessarily compiled by linguists, which does not 
mean dictionaries contain no linguistic knowledge. ‘Each lexicographical 
work reflects a linguistic theory which the author more or less consciously 
applies’ (Bejoint 2002: 173). In fact, the mainstream linguistic theory 
always has more or less impact on the dictionary, either on its compiling 
method or on its content. Almost all the early nineteenth-century 
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